MR imaging of the alar ligament: morphologic changes during axial rotation of the head in asymptomatic young adults.
. The alar ligament plays a critical role in limiting the axial rotation of the head, the left alar ligament being stretched on rotation to the right and vice versa. The purposes of this study were to assess the usefulness of MR imaging in demonstrating the alar ligament and also to identify its morphologic changes during axial rotation of the head in asymptomatic young volunteers. . Twenty-two healthy volunteers participated in this study. All subjects underwent four series of contiguous fast spin echo density-weighted MR images with a 2 mm slice thickness including axial and coronal images with the head in neutral position, and coronal images with alternate head rotation to the right and left. The alar ligaments seen on each series of MR images were visually graded 0-2, and grade comparisons were performed between the four series of MR images. We also assessed the morphologic changes of the alar ligament on coronal images during axial rotation of the head. . Grade comparisons for the demonstration of the alar ligament revealed that each of three series of coronal images was statistically significantly better in grade than axial images. During axial rotation of the head, MR images showed rather constant morphologic changes of the alar ligament: elevation and wrapping of the contralateral alar ligament around the dens, associated with slightly upward movement of C1-C2 on that side. This wrap-around effect of the contralateral alar ligament in relation to the dens sometimes caused the apparent shortening of the alar ligament on that side. . Reliable assessment of the anatomy and function of the alar ligament can be achieved with MR imaging, preferably in coronal planes. MR imaging with the aid of a functional study may be a valuable imaging modality in the evaluation of alar ligament failure.